Leaf litter decomposition differs among genotypes in a local Betula pendula population.
Ecosystem processes, such as plant litter decomposition, are known to be partly genetically determined, but the magnitude of genetic variation within local populations is still poorly known. We used micropropagated field-grown saplings of 19 Betula pendula genotypes, representing genetic variation in a natural birch population, to examine (1) whether genotype can explain variation in leaf litter decomposition within a local plant population, and (2) whether genotypic variation in litter decomposition is associated with genotypic variation in other plant attributes. We found that a local B. pendula population can have substantial genotypic variation in leaf litter mass loss at the early stages of the decomposition process and that this variation can be associated with genotypic variation in herbivore resistance and leaf concentrations of soluble proteins and total nitrogen (N). Our results are among the first to show that fundamental ecosystem processes can be significantly affected by truly intraspecific genetic variation of a plant species.